Most published studies suggest that the rising prevalence of overweight and obesity is a recent phenomenon. We have investigated whether secular trends in body mass index (BMI) existed in the 1950s and 1960s, using data collected from young adults attending Glasgow University. Mean BMI increased from 1948 to 1968 in men, and decreased slightly in women. The proportion of men who were overweight increased, whereas that of women changed little. These data must be interpreted in light of the fact that the study participants were relatively affluent, and not representative of the whole population in terms of socioeconomic position in childhood. . 4 Height and weight were measured by a physician. Since our interest is in young adults, and BMI rises linearly with age, we restricted our analyses to individuals aged between 18 and 22 y. This resulted in the exclusion of 4379 individuals (29%). A further 102 individuals were excluded because of missing anthropometric data. The results presented are based on 8091 men (mean age 19.4 y) and 2750 women (mean age 19.0 y). Age-adjusted mean BMI values were calculated, and these were plotted against year of examination. Owing to the smaller number of women than men in the sample, 2-y time bands were used to display the female results. Linear regression models were used to estimate change in BMI per decade of examination. Logistic regression models were used to estimate changes across decades in the proportion of people who were overweight (BMI Z25 kg/m and 186 women (6.8%) were overweight and 30 men (0.4%) and eight women (0.3%) were obese (BMI Z30 kg/m 2 ). The students came from relatively affluent homes, with 57% who had fathers with jobs in social classes I or II. This proportion was greater in the early years of the sample, changing from 58% (1948-1950) to 43% (1965-1968) in men and from 68% (1948-1950) to 52% (1965-1968) in women.
Trends in adult obesity from 1948 to 1968: results from the Glasgow Alumni Cohort
Most published studies suggest that the rising prevalence of overweight and obesity is a recent phenomenon. Comparing series of nationally representative samples of British populations, Charlton documented rising prevalences of overweight and obesity in adults aged 16-64 y between 1980 and 1993. 1 Aggregated data from published studies suggested that these trends began in the 19th century. 2 To our knowledge, only one study has documented trends in body mass index (BMI) in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s. 3 That study found decreasing trends in weight and BMI among students in Northern Ireland between 1949 and 1977. No account was made of changing age structure or socioeconomic background of the students over the study period.
We have investigated secular trends in BMI in young adults attending Glasgow University from 1948 to 1968. The Glasgow Alumni Cohort consists of 15 322 participants who were examined at the university health service . 4 Height and weight were measured by a physician. Since our interest is in young adults, and BMI rises linearly with age, we restricted our analyses to individuals aged between 18 and 22 y. This resulted in the exclusion of 4379 individuals (29%). A further 102 individuals were excluded because of missing anthropometric data. The results presented are based on 8091 men (mean age 19.4 y) and 2750 women (mean age 19.0 y). Age-adjusted mean BMI values were calculated, and these were plotted against year of examination. Owing to the smaller number of women than men in the sample, 2-y time bands were used to display the female results. Linear regression models were used to estimate change in BMI per decade of examination. Logistic regression models were used to estimate changes across decades in the proportion of people who were overweight (BMI Z25 kg/m and 186 women (6.8%) were overweight and 30 men (0.4%) and eight women (0.3%) were obese (BMI Z30 kg/m 2 ). The students came from relatively affluent homes, with 57% who had fathers with jobs in social classes I or II. This proportion was greater in the early years of the sample, changing from 58% (1948) (1949) (1950) to 43% (1965-1968) in men and from 68% (1948) (1949) (1950) to 52% (1965) (1966) (1967) (1968) . The P-value for a difference of effect between the sexes was o0.001. To investigate possible confounding, linear models of change in BMI over time were fitted, including terms for smoking behaviour, social class in childhood, height and age at menarche (women only). The magnitude of the association was unchanged in men following such adjustment, whereas in women the inverse association was strengthened. This was primarily because of the confounding effect of age at menarche, which is inversely related to BMI and showed secular declines.
The The results presented in this report indicate that a secular trend of increasing BMI was apparent in the UK in young men in the 1950s and 1960s. In women there appears to have been a decrease in the mean BMI, but no change in the proportion of those who are overweight. These results do not appear to be due to changing patterns in smoking behaviour or secular changes in height, or to differences in the social class distribution of students attending university over the 21-y period that the examinations took place.
It is important to note that the cohort from which this sample is drawn is not representative of the UK population. As described above, the students come from relatively affluent homes. The lack of effect modification by father's social class goes some way to suggest that the selectivity of the cohort does not affect the generalisability of the results, although those from less affluent backgrounds (social classes III-V) who attended university at this time may not have been representative of these social classes in the general population.
The gender difference in secular trends in BMI is not in keeping with those reported by other authors, who have noted similar increases in mean BMI and proportion overweight in men and women. 1, 5 The decreasing mean BMI but relatively constant proportion of women who are overweight may reflect increases in eating disorders, more apparent in women than in men. The lack of increase i n the proportion who are overweight, compared to the increase evident in men, may reflect differences in perception of the importance of body image between the genders. The differences could also reflect changes in the selection procedures of women to university over the time period.
Despite the limitations of the generalisability of the cohort, the results presented here are suggestive that environmental changes underlying secular trends in BMI in men have probably been operating since the mid-20th century and are unlikely to be solely attributed to recent changes in exercise and dietary patterns. Such patterns in the postwar period are likely to have been experienced by this population. Our results are in keeping with a rising prevalence of overweight in the US dating back to the 1960s. 5 The observations in women are harder to explain. Confirmation of these results from other data sources is needed. These observations are important in terms of possibilities to prevent further development of the obesity epidemic. Restoration of energy balance on a population level requires an understanding of the determinants that have been driving upward trends in BMI since the middle of the last century. It is likely that environmental factors during the study period as well as after 1968 would have contributed to the current burden of overweight in the UK. It is known that BMI tracks from early to later adult life. The individuals in this cohort are now aged 52 y and older. The observed trends are likely to underlie increasing rates of weight-related illnesses, such as noninsulin dependent diabetes mellitus, in this and future populations.
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